Review of Dimitra Fimi, ‘“Mad” Elves and “Elusive Beauty”: Some Celtic Strands of Tolkien’s Mythology’. Folklore 117, no. 2 (2006), 156-170.
‘“Mad” Elves and “Elusive Beauty”: Some Celtic Strands of Tolkien’s Mythology’ (henceforth referred to as ‘the article’) is an article written by Dimitra Fimi and published in Folklore 117, no. 2 in 2006.[footnoteRef:1] The article is interdisciplinary, exploring Celtic Studies, history and literature. Fimi is Professor of Fantasy and Children’s Literature at the University of Glasgow, and has published extensive works on the writings of J.R.R. Tolkien.[footnoteRef:2] The article examines Tolkien’s complex relationship with ‘things Celtic’, exploring his responses to assumptions and criticisms while bringing up parallels between his works and Celtic mythologies. The article is academic in nature, and appears to be aimed at a well-read audience.  [1:  Dimitra Fimi, ‘“Mad” Elves and “Elusive Beauty”: Some Celtic Strands of Tolkien’s Mythology’, Folklore, 117.2 (2006), pp. 156–70.]  [2:  University of Glasgow, School of Critical Studies, ‘Professor Dimitra Fimi’. https://www.gla.ac.uk/schools/critical/staff/dimitrafimi/ [Accessed 17th July, 2024]. ] 

The article opens with Fimi’s intention: to show how Tolkien’s work was inspired by Celtic mythology, despite Tolkien’s own disgruntlement at this assumption. Further, Fimi aims to explore Tolkien’s complex relationship with the idea of Celticity, and his views on British vs. English identities.[footnoteRef:3] The abstract is concise and intriguing, piquing the reader’s curiosity about which work of Tolkien’s ‘betrays a Celtic influence’.[footnoteRef:4] The introduction illustrates Tolkien’s complex relationship with Celtic material through quotes. He passionately denied The Silmarillion being influenced by Celtic tales and expressed distaste for them, while later writing about how the Welsh language had inspired his own language of Sindarin, as he felt the stories told about its speakers had a Celtic style.[footnoteRef:5] Fimi points out that Tolkien, while not ignorant to Celtic mythologies, was a philologist of Anglo-Saxon, and had set out to create a ‘mythology for England’.[footnoteRef:6]  [3:  Fimi. (p. 156) ]  [4:  Fimi. (p. 156) ]  [5:  Fimi. (p. 156) ]  [6:  Fimi. (p. 157) ] 

Fimi writes elegantly about how Tolkien came to learn of ‘things Celtic’ through his love of the Welsh language, and his study of Y Mabinogi and Sir Gawain and The Green Knight.[footnoteRef:7] She explores Tolkien’s apparent personal interest in Celtic Studies, despite his work as a professor of Anglo-Saxon Philology, and indicates that some of his writings imply Celtic influences.[footnoteRef:8] Tolkien’s reasoning for creating Middle Earth is explained:  [7:  Fimi. (pp. 157-158) ]  [8:  Fimi. (pp. 157-159) ] 

Tolkien felt the lack of a mythology as an important deficiency for his own country and its national identity, and what he set out to do is exactly what Elias Lönnrot had done before in Finland – he undertook the task of the middle-class intellectual to provide his country with a mythology.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Fimi. (p. 160) ] 

Fimi explores the complexities and historiography around British and English national identities, contextualising Tolkien’s desire to create a pseudo-mythology for England.[footnoteRef:10] She goes on to discuss the ‘Anglo-Saxon pride syndrome’ that Tolkien, like many intellectuals, fell prey to during the decline of the British Empire, showing examples from his writings.[footnoteRef:11] Fimi then discusses the issue of fairies – Tolkien made a case for fairies being of English origin, as opposed to Celtic, as is more commonly thought.[footnoteRef:12] Fimi highlights the strong feelings of cultural identity wrapped up in the concept of fairies, and asks an intriguing question: whose fairies are the original?[footnoteRef:13]  [10:  Fimi. (pp. 159-161) ]  [11:  Fimi. (pp. 159-161) ]  [12:  Fimi. (p. 161) ]  [13:  Fimi. (p. 161) ] 

Later, Fimi draws parallels between events in Celtic mythology and Tolkien’s works; specifically, the Irish myth of the Tuatha Dé Danann mirrors the tale of the Noldor in Tolkien’s The Silmarillion.[footnoteRef:14] An interesting idea is proposed, whereby Tolkien’s elves parallel the ancient Celtic deities, who fade away over time when beliefs in the old gods diminish: ‘This idea of the old Celtic deities becoming the "little people" of folklore is also reflected in Tolkien's Elves, especially in his early work’.[footnoteRef:15] Fimi discusses how Tolkien makes use of established folklore and actual history to inform and shape his own mythology:  [14:  Fimi. (pp. 161-164) ]  [15:  Fimi. (p. 163) ] 

By using the framework of “The Book of Invasions” Tolkien constructs a pseudo-history of England, which corresponds vaguely to the real historical invasions of the island, in the same way that “The Book of Invasions” creates a mythological history for Ireland.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Fimi. (p. 164) ] 

Before moving on, Fimi points out that The Book of Invasions was given a degree of historicity up until at least the end of the nineteenth century.[footnoteRef:17] She then looks to hone in on what exactly Tolkien found distasteful about Celtic mythology, and looks at some of Tolkien’s comments about colour and incoherence.[footnoteRef:18] Fimi dissects these comments and comes to the conclusion that Tolkien disapproved more at the romanticised, inchoate definition of Celticness than Celtic tales themselves. Indeed, Tolkien shared that he hoped to imbue in his own mythology a sense of the ‘fair elusive beauty’ that is often seen in things dubbed ‘Celtic’, despite how misleading the title may be.[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  Fimi. (p. 164) ]  [18:  Fimi. (p. 165) ]  [19:  Fimi. (p. 166) ] 

Fimi ends the article by exploring how there are threads of Celtic inspiration weaved into Tolkien’s mythology, and that she understands his views to have developed somewhat over time; she writes that Tolkien came to see Celts ‘not as binary opposites to the Anglo-Saxons, but as co-invaders and co-inhabitants of the same island’.[footnoteRef:20] Fimi examines Tolkien’s passion for the Welsh language, pointing out that he declared it to be ‘an essential part of Britain’s past and soul’.[footnoteRef:21] Fimi feels that Tolkien’s writings on Welsh summarise his feelings on Celticness perfectly.  [20:  Fimi. (p. 167) ]  [21:  Fimi. (p. 167) ] 

The article, while clearly aimed at an academic audience, is concise enough that Tolkien enthusiasts without an academic background would be able to understand and enjoy it, though it would likely be a difficult read without some knowledge or interest in the material covered. It is very well-researched and adds valuable context to Tolkien’s writings, and his views on ‘things Celtic’. At times, the main thesis of the article seems somewhat lost in the density of information offered, but the thread is never left untied. The article is insightful and Fimi understands her intended audience well. The reader can expect to feel intrigued and informed after this article, and will doubtless come away from it with a new appreciation and understanding for Tolkien’s world, and what makes it feel grounded in something ancient and real. 
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